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1. I’d like to begin by describing a bit about my home, where I conduct research as a “native 
anthropologist” with my own community. I live and conduct research in South-East 
Queensland, an area combining the Queensland state capital of Brisbane, the southern seaside 
metropolis of the Gold Coast and the surrounding area between. It has been home to Jewish 
community life since 1865. Today, the area’s Jewish population is 2740 according to the 
official national census, around 4000 according to local Jewish authorities – about 3% of the 
total Australian Jewish population. Four orthodox and two liberal congregations serve the 
community, as well as one primary school and one community function centre facility, 
though there is currently no true “Jewish quarter” or enclave within either city where Jewish 
homes and businesses come together. Community members hail from dozens of different 
places of birth across the diaspora and Israel, have varying levels of religiosity,  and a broad 
range of family backgrounds, political leanings and worldviews. As individuals, every 
member of the South-East Queensland has a different experience and expression of Jewish 
identity. However, the public face the community and its organisations show to mainstream 
society is markedly culturally homogenous, and projects a narrative of local Jewish  identity 
as “Jewish Australian”, religious, brave in the face of antisemitic adversity, Zionist and 
Israelophilic, Shoah-centric and kin-connected.
2. When my ethnographic work first showed me that people’s private individual Jewish 
identities are often very different to the Jewish identity they perform publicly as part of the 
organised Jewish community, I initially struggled for an ontology of identity which would 
encompass this duality. In the end, the conceptualisation of Jewish identity within my work 
has been divided between two different theoretical understandings of identity, each within its 
own sphere. Individuals’ private experiences and expressions of Jewish identity can be seen 
as that which Pierre Bourdieu terms “Habitus” – in this model, identity is the corpus of a 
person’s thoughts, perceptions, expressions and actions, shaped  by the “material 
circumstances of life and by family upbringing”. It is unconscious rather than cultivated, and 
is embodied, shaping not just the individual’s logics and beliefs but their physical practices. 
For Bourdieu, identity is “not something that one has, like knowledge that can be brandished, 
but something that one is”. In contrast, I see public community experiences and expressions 
of identity as that which Judith Butler terms “the performative” – where identity is a set of 
repeated acts and rhetoric within a highly rigid regulatory frame of dominant norms. As the 
acts, narratives and utterances are repeated they form and transform the identity. For Butler, 
identity is the taking and using of power, in a Foucaultian sense of being able to name, 
categorise and effect that identity, not only for “ subject formation, but… the ongoing 
political contestation and reformulation of the subject.”
Whilst these understandings of what makes up identity are quite different, they in fact work 
well in encapsulating the way minority ethnic communities work within the framework of 
multiculturalism. In private, the individual Jewish habitus of every member of the ethnic 
community allows for the expression of a deep and personally meaningful cultural identity in 
a personal, family or community space. In public, the community’s performative identity 
aims to create and assert an identity which has the power to carve out a place within the 
framework of multicultural society and polity where such spaces can exist.
3. I conducted my research as an ethnographic enquiry. As a member of the South-East 
Queensland Jewish community, I followed a methodology of Insider Ethnography, which 
gave me a greater degree of access to the community and its institutions and rapport with 
participants, though I am mindful of the effect of my own positionality on my work. My 
ethnography was also designed to be person-centered, following the model of anthropologists 
Robert Levy and Douglas Hollan, where I focused on the community’s own views, 
experiences and practices of their culture, avoiding comparisons with more universal 
understandings of Jewishness and allowing for a more meaningful contextualised 
investigation.
To gather data for analysis, I attended 20 public community events across 2017 and 2018. As 
an insider anthropologist, my model of participant observation at these events was instead 
“observant participation”, which anthropologist Barbara Tedlock defines as fieldwork “where 
ethnographers both experience and observe their own and others' coparticipation within the 
ethnographic encounter”. I conducted semi-structured face-to-face interviews with 25 
individual members of the community, either one-on-one or in small groups of up to three. 
Interviewees were selected purposively to represent a broad sample across the spectrum of 
the community. For instance, twelve were aged 18-54, thirteen were aged over 55. Thirteen 
were female, twelve were male; nine were Australian-born and sixteen were born overseas. 
Eighteen had two Jewish parents, five had Jewish mothers only, and two were converts or 
Jewish by choice. As part of the interview, participants also completed a Ten Statement Test, 
a modified form of sociologists Manfred Kuhn and Thomas McPartland’s Twenty Statement 
Test, to elicit their free-flowing ideas on the makeup of their Jewish identity. 
I then employed narrative analysis on my field observations, interview transcripts and test 
responses, and public statements published by the community. A narrative approach allowed 
me to collate the stories being told about the community’s ideas, values and practices, and get 
an insight into the culturally-based meanings behind these stories.
4. My research seeks to answer six specific research questions. Firstly, I am interested in how 
the community negotiates between Australian identity and Jewish identity, and indeed all the 
other layers or facets of identity its community members possess. Second, I am interested in 
how and why the community identifies as a religious community with what is essentially a 
secular civic society with Christian roots. Third, I am interested in individual experiences, 
perceptions and responses to antisemitism in comparison to the way these are publicly spoken 
about and responded to by the community. Fourth, I am interested in the place of Israel 
within South-East Queensland Jewish identity, both from a political and cultural perspective, 
and how this fits into the community’s negotiation of multiculturalism. Fifth, I’m interested 
in the community’s understanding and promotion of its own local history and its connection 
to global Jewish history, particularly the Shoah, and how history works in the community’s 
relationship with mainstream society. Finally, I’m interested in the ways in which the 
community evidences, performs and promotes connectedness, internally within itself  and 
externally with the global Jewish community. Whilst my analysis is incomplete at this stage, 
I’d like to highlight a few of my findings towards each of these questions and discuss how 
they begin to build a broader picture of how and why the community performs an given 
identity within multicultural society.
5. In my observation and interviews, I investigated how South-East Queensland Jewish 
community members described their ethnonational identity, and whether they thought their 
Jewishness and Australianness were connected. 
For some individuals in the community, Jewish and Australian identities were 
compartmentalised – they were Jewish at home or in Jewish spaces, and Australian in public, 
and at work or university. However, others spoke about both sides of their identity being 
intertwined and informing one another, creating a new distinct form of Jewish Australian 
identity. 
This creolised type of identity is the one which is publicly performed by the community to 
mainstream society. It is characterised by the use of Australian symbolism in Jewish material 
culture and vice versa. For example, the ritual kippot handed out to dignitaries and visitors at 
community events like Yom Hashoah are traditional white and blue colours, but feature a 
motif of kangaroos, boomerangs and southern cross stars amongst the stars of David. 
Likewise, the community embraces Australian culture, like sport, beach culture and the 
barbecue, but with Jewish specifics, like creating its own sports league teams, making a 
menorah out of surfboards, or using kosher sausages and sauces for the meal. It is also 
typified by Ashkenormative representations of Jewishness, corresponding with Australian 
national identity norms of whiteness. 
6. I investigated how the community and its individual members approached religion, 
religiosity and belief. I found that attitudes varied for community members – seven of the 25 
labelled themselves Modern Orthodox, eight as liberal or progressive, eight as secular and 
three as “traditionalist”, meaning they followed orthodox tradition without necessarily taking 
it literally. Belief in God also varied – eleven claimed to believe in God, nine claimed they 
didn’t, and five claimed to be unsure or agnostic. Ten attended synagogues regularly, twelve 
never or hardly ever, and three only at festivals. Only six kept kosher at home, and only two 
kept Sabbath with any significant rigour. So there is a great diversity of religiosity evident in 
the private identity of Queensland Jews.
In contrast, at a community level, the public identity is a highly religious one. Prayer, 
particularly Orthodox prayer forms part of the majority of public events, synagogue 
attendance is upheld as a major measure of community belonging and affiliation, Sabbath is 
vigorously upheld and almost every event featuring food is kept kosher. The major public 
event of the community calendar, rather than a cultural exhibition, is the Chabad-run public 
Chanukah festival which the vast majority of the community and its organisation attend and 
supports. Communal authorities also speaks out publicly and politically about the  importance 
to the community of access to Jewish religious requirements like kosher slaughter, Jewish 
education, circumcision and the freedom to keep sabbaths and festivals. The community also 
sends representatives to participate in a great deal of interfaith activity, both mainstream 
interfaith events and initiatives and as invited guests at the activities of other faith groups.
7.  I investigated the community’s experiences of antisemitism and views on its sources and 
the most appropriate ways of combatting it. On an individual level, most community 
members felt that there was significant anti-semitic sentiment around in Queensland society, 
but that it was not something necessarily to be afraid of, merely aware of. The major source 
identified was ignorance of the realities of Jewish history, identity and practice, rather than 
any sinister force, though several community members did point to rising populist politics 
locally and globally as influencing anti-Semites. Typical personal responses ranged from 
ignoring the anti-semitic verbal and written discourse to social media activism, educational 
discussion with friends and even public acts of counterprotest and defiance.
At a community level, the narrative regarding antisemitism in Queensland is one of a 
constant current of antisemitic prejudice that causes suffering to both the Jewish community 
and the wider project of multiculturalism. It is also one in which the community is unable to 
rely on the protection of wider society and must look after its own. 
The major source identified was extremism – far-right, far-left and international Islamic 
extremist groups and ideologies, but little in the safe cosmopolitan surrounds where the 
community actually lives. Organised community responses are almost always written 
discourse, usually news opinion pieces or online statements, and formal educational and 
training programs for mainstream institutions. 
8. I investigated how the community and its individual members felt, thought and spoke 
about Israel, both politically and culturally. Individually, community members all felt a 
cultural tie to Israel, that it was a special place and a necessary place for world Judaism. 
However, there was deep division over whether or not individuals considered themselves 
“Zionist” and their interpretations of this term. Sixteen considered themselves Zionists, nine 
did not, and there were no significant differences in age, gender, birthplace or religiosity 
between the groups. Eighteen had been to Israel before, seven had not, but these groups did 
not correlate with the split between Zionists and non-Zionists. Most felt a pull to defend and 
support Israel, particularly in the face of negative media and public sentiment, even if they 
themselves were not fully supportive of many Israeli social and security policies.
At a community level, the narrative regarding Israel is one that is not just wholly Zionist, 
wholly culturally and politically supportive, but also distinctly ties Jewish identity with Israel. 
Unlike in other Australian capital cities, there is no forum for non-Zionist Jewish activism, 
only Zionist, and of the community’s six social and philanthropic organisations, four are 
explicitly Israel-oriented and one of the remaining organisations fundraises equally for Israeli 
as domestic causes. A volunteer PR officer is retained by the community’s roof body to 
promote positive media on Israeli cultural and technological achievements and defences of 
Israeli political issues that make mainstream Australian media, and this officer promotes both 
within the community and to the wider public.
 Public political expression is not only consistently pro-Israel, but equates anti-Israel rhetoric 
with “un-Australian-ness”, and Australia’s historic, diplomatic, cultural and commercial 
connection with Israel is repeatedly reinforced.
9.  I investigated the community’s connection to history and memory – both their own 
community history and wider Jewish history. On an individual level, not many were 
particularly knowledgeable about, or interested in, the community’s own history – which as a 
community historian is a bit of a bitter pill. However, every individual felt a connection, as a 
Jewish person, with significant events of wider Jewish history, even without a direct family 
connection. The most apparent was the Shoah, which almost everyone stated shaped their 
own sense of Jewish identity, though others identified earlier historical persecutions like 
Russian pogroms and even the Spanish Inquisition. 
On a community level, the connection with Shoah history was just as strong, if not more so – 
the Shoah is commemorated publicly in both Brisbane and the Gold Coast for the community 
and invited political representatives, and at one of the local universities for interested-but-
vetted staff and students. The Shoah is also used as a vehicle for education on everything 
from Jewish identity to bullying. Official community media output is always quick to jump 
on Shoah-related incidents, whether it be outright Holocaust denial or Nazi related activities, 
or just the use of related terminology by politicians and public figures. Unlike local Jewish 
individuals, the organised community is acutely aware of its history and keen to publicise it. 
Promoting the community’s long-standing history, in Australian terms, and highlighting its 
connection to other important local and national history, connects the community to the wider 
historical narrative of Australian identity.  
 10. Finally, I investigated the community’s sense of connectedness and kinship, and 
perceptions of community involvement. Individually, Jewish identity for most of the 
community members interviewed was very centered on family; however, this extended 
beyond blood relation or affinity, with many participants expressing a sense of fictive kinship 
with other Jewish people globally, or with non-related Jewish individuals they came across in 
their lives. In terms of affinitive kinship, views on marriage were mixed – ten felt they 
wanted, or wanted their children, to marry Jewish partners, thirteen did not mind and two 
expressed no view. Although many complained that the community was somewhat divided, 
especially on issues of religiosity, most agreed that their family and friendship ties within the 
community were such that they could count on the social support it provided.
At a community level, ideas of fictive kinship are promoted – the community roof body 
pledges its support for “world Jewry in all aspects”, and there are many historical and 
contemporary examples of this, from lobbying and rallies in support of Soviet Jewry in the 
1980s to immigration support for South African and South American Jewry more recently. 
Although the days of sermons railing against intermarriage are mostly past, the community 
promotes marrying in through its support of youth and educational initiatives, usually tacitly 
but sometimes outwardly using rhetoric to link youth participation with “Jewish 
grandchildren”. The social support networks of the community are heavily promoted, from 
“friendship groups” to “help in need” services, and the elderly in particular are promoted to 
the wider community for their service and connectedness, both community-wise and 
intergenerationally. 
11. In briefly analysing the private individual and public community trends in Jewish 
identity, there are some preliminary patterns that are evident. The most obvious is that private 
and public identity do not always align, even for individuals who are deeply involved in 
communal life. The second is that there are significant efforts made communally to perform 
identity in public in particular ways. Some of these ways highlight sameness with mainstream 
Australian identity, whilst others highlight difference. Although my analysis is only 
preliminary at this stage, I theorise that this performative public Jewish identity is structured 
in these specific ways to best fit Jewishness, and the Jewish community and its members, into 
the framework of Australia multiculturalism, and how mainstream Australia understands 
multicultural identity. It is also performed in this way so as to be able to control and empower 
the narrative of what Jewish identity is and means in multicultural Australia. By controlling 
the narrative of identity, the community forges a space within the multicultural framework for 
Jewishness, which then enables the safe practice of individual understandings of Jewish 
identity.
